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Introduction

This is a translated version of a book I first wrote in 2004. To be honest, I never thought that the book was going to be revised, not to mention that it would end up being translated into English. But after only a few years on the market the book became quite popular, and was translated into both Swedish and Danish. In recent years I have received more and more requests for an English translation. The first and most obvious reason for this is the internationalization process taking place in Scandinavian higher education. Incoming students from other countries attend courses where there is a mix of Norwegian and foreign students. In many cases these students use different books, although they attend the same course, a situation fuelling some frustration among both groups of students.

The second reason for a translation is a wish to convey what could probably be termed a “Scandinavian perspective” on planned organizational change. Most of the international literature on planned change is characterized by pure instrumentalism. By this I mean that the main focus is on “how to succeed” with organizational change, and there is a fondness for checklists on “how to proceed”. This is an approach that is not very well received within the Scandinavian stream of organizational research and theorizing. The Scandinavian approach, if such a thing exists, is more critical and reflective in nature, building on institutional approaches without abandoning the possibility of agency. This book is clearly placed within such an approach.

A book like this, having reached adolescence, is of course formed by the variety of feedback that has been received over the years. Previous editions have benefitted greatly from constructive comments from Inger Stensaker, Gro Ladegård, Haldor Byrkjeflot and Erik Døving. Then there are the comments from students, both my “ordinary” students at Agder University and a great variety of participants at lectures all over Norway. The book would not have been possible without support from my editor, Knut Ebeltoft, and the publisher, Fagbokforlaget.

It may be a manifestation of hubris, but I decided to translate the book myself in parallel with revising the 3rd edition of the Norwegian book. This was an intense learning process, often deeply frustrating when my limited knowledge of the English language became evident.

Without the assistance from Shari Nilsen in “cleaning up” the manuscript, the final product would have been of a much lesser quality. All inaccuracies and faults are, of course, my responsibility.

Kristiansand, June 2018
Dag Ingvar Jacobsen
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Part I
Organizational change

Chapter 1: Change and stability





Chapter 1

Change and stability



We live in a time of highly visible change. Change is most obvious for us in the field of technology, where an ever-expanding internet, artificial intelligence and “big data” give rise to totally new organizations while eradicating traditional ones. Businesses like Uber, Spotify, Facebook, and Airbnb, and phenomena like virtual currency and block-chain technology, represent enormous challenges for traditional businesses like taxis, hotels, banks, insurance companies, newspapers and media houses. At the same time, the world is ever more interwoven economically, politically and culturally. Movements on the stock market in Shanghai immediately affect stock markets all over the world, political turbulence in one country unleashes streams of refugees crossing borders, news about sexual harassment in Hollywood is – in hours – transformed into a global campaign affecting companies and public organizations all over the world, and a change in a country’s tax laws directly influences decisions made by a local entrepreneur on where to localize production. Traditional airline companies struggle continuously to meet the competition from low-fare companies like Ryan Air and easyJet.

The public sector is not shielded from change and reform. On the contrary. In most European countries there is strong pressure towards amalgamation of municipalities and regional political-administrative units like counties and districts. Massive numbers of public employees will be assigned new tasks, new places to work, and new colleagues. The health sector is struggling to keep pace with the technological opportunities, and to treat an increasingly older population. Schools are experiencing the same pressure, both for fusions to create larger and more economically efficient units, and to implement new technologies into pedagogical practices.

The traditional nation-state is also experiencing profound changes. Traditional political structures have been shaken to their foundations by the rise of both rightwing and left-wing populism, and by the election of presidents without a base in the traditional party structure in important countries like USA and France. Well-established supra-national structures like the EU are challenged by the UK leaving the union, as well as by tendencies for newer member states to move in a non-democratic direction. International agreements, on both trade and climate change, are threatened by a more isolationist USA.

Even rich and stable nations like Norway are also deeply affected by global change. In the summer of 2014, the price of a barrel of North Sea oil reached 115 dollars. A year later, the price was less than half that. Many of the large oil companies had to implement programmes for large lay-offs, and smaller companies went bankrupt or were swallowed by bigger and financially stronger competitors. The National Statistical Bureau estimated the loss of jobs to be at least 25,000, a substantial number in a small country. In our daily life, we see the direct impact of new technology as an increasing number of shops introduce self-service and self-payment, while washing and cleaning are taken over more and more by robots.

This increasing pace of change is also reflected in the evolution of organization theory and research. From a focus on stability – either on bureaucratic structures to standardize behaviour or to shield the operative core from external disturbances – the focus has shifted to dynamics and change. How does change happen? Why do organizations change in so many different ways? How should we proceed to obtain change? Change has become so central to organization theory that the editors of the 1996 version of the Sage Handbook of Organization Studies explicitly decided not to include an separate chapter on change. Change was, according to the editors, integrated into the other chapters.1

Concurrently there is a strong increase in research on organizational change: a title search for “organization” and “change” in the Web of Science database for the period 1980 until 2017 yielded 2354 hits, and a topic search revealed more than 94,000 articles. The result is displayed in figure 1.1.

As the figure shows, there has been a nearly explosive increase in the research on organizational change from the beginning of the 1990s until today.2


[image: image]

FIGURE 1.1:Topic search for "change*" and "organization*" publications in the Web of Science database from 1980 to 2017 (search conducted April 2018). Vertical axis = yearly number of hits.



However, not everything is change.3 This book is founded on the assumption that stability is still the “normal” situation. Most of us go to work or school with the assurance that today is going to be quite similar to previous days. We go to our office or school, we meet colleagues and fellow students that we know, and we eat lunch at approximately the same time. Things are predictable. Change is something that disrupts this predictability. This is not same as organizations being static or inert. No organization – or other social system – will ever stand completely still. Where there are people, there will be action and reaction, dynamism, and a certain “flow”. You will get to know your colleague or fellow student a little better, you will discover a better way to use your PC, and you will choose to use the stairs instead of the elevator. None of these changes challenges your feeling of predictability. Small, incremental changes will only increase your experience of stability. Being able to make small changes increases your sense of mastering a specific job or educational programme; you refine what you already know. Actions that have proven favourable over the years tend to be replicated with only minor changes.4 Such adjustments do not, in this book, qualify as change. Change is defined as something that interrupts previous patterns of behavior, something that creates a sense of unpredictability. This book is not about everyday dynamics or processes. That is not the same as refuting the prevalence and importance of such processes; they are just not the main focus.

Moreover, this book will be about one perspective on change, more specifically planned or intentional change. Much of the everyday change will be emergent, continuous, and not necessarily planned or intended. Things just happen. This book is based on the assumption that we, as humans, are able to intentionally improve our lives, and thus our organizations. That we intend to make things better does not mean that we succeed in doing so. Having an intention is not the same as realizing it. The following quotation sums up this line of reasoning nicely:5


Why can’t we change our organizations? Year after year, the list of companies that no longer exist because they were unable to evolve continues to grow. (…) After six decades of study, untold investment, and the best efforts of scholars, executives, and consultants, most organizational change efforts still underperform, fail, or make things worse.



In a global survey of more than 3000 executives, more than two-thirds of the respondents answered that implemented change efforts had not produced expected results.6 In more general terms it is usually assumed that as many as 70% of planned change efforts fail.7 This picture is probably (hopefully?) overtly pessimistic, but it points to something important: there are many people trying to change their organizations for the better, but they do not always reach this objective. This book’s ambition is to provide some knowledge on organizational change that may increase the probability of succeeding with intentional change. It provides no guarantee or recipe for successful change. Rather, it is a collection of insights from theory and research on organizational change that may be helpful in planning and implementing change.

The intentions of this book are twofold. First, it is to provide an analytical approach to the phenomenon of organizational change. “Change” is a word used in daily language in a way that gives the impression of one single, unambiguous phenomenon. Thus it becomes so abstract as to become void of empirical content.8 This book emphasizes that change represents many different phenomena, takes on multiple forms, can have a multitude of causes, and can proceed in an wide array of ways. An analytical approach is essential to understanding whether, and under what contingencies, planned change will be feasible. The second intention is to make a contribution to a constructive theory on planned change in that it indicates how knowledge of organizational change can be used to improve the probability of succeeding with a planned change. However, do not expect any “set menu” over techniques and models. The hope is that the book will provide some guidelines for actions, and under what circumstances one action will probably be better than another. After having read the book, you might have more questions than answers. But your questions may be more knowledgeable.

Unpacking planned change

There are a multitude of definitions of change, but most of them contain something about altered or different states. In this book, I will use the following definition of change: an organization has changed when it displays different characteristics at (at least) two different points in time. Even more precise is the following definition: “Change (…) is an empirical observation of difference in form, quality or state over time in an organizational entity.”9 Change is thus something referring to a difference in, for instance, formal structure or collaborative behaviour in an organization at points T1 and T2 in time.

This definition draws our attention to two central elements in change. The first one is time.10 It is not possible to understand change without including the time dimension. Detecting change is based on a comparison of different states at different points in time. The other element in the definition is that change must be connected to some sort of object, phenomenon or state. In this book the object or phenomenon is organization. It might sound strange, but acknowledging that change is connected to an object is also acknowledging that change presupposes stability. We need to be able to describe a stable object or phenomenon to be able to see whether or not it has changed. Only with comparison over time will it be possible to establish change as an empirical fact. Figure 1.2 illustrates the above argument.
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FIGURE 1.2: Change as difference in state between two points in time



As discussed initially, the assumption of organizational stability is not unproblematic. Organizations are social systems, not (only) physical objects, and will thus be in some kind of permanent flux.11 It is not possible to claim that a group of people – the basic building block of any organization – is exactly similar at two points in time. An extreme interpretation of this situation is that everything is constantly changing, or “everything flows”. Such a world view is ascribed to the Greek philosopher Heraclitus, as exemplified in the statement “No man ever steps in the same river twice.”12 Water, continuously flowing, makes it impossible for the river to be the same at two different points in time. Socrates made an elegant counterargument, claiming that the world was both stable and fluid, but that human recognition presupposes a minimum of stability.13 One cannot know what isn’t. This book holds a view that is closer to that of Socrates than to that of Heraclitus. Newer interpretations of Heraclitus describe him more as a philosopher of contradictions, and as maintaining that change and stability are two sides of the same coin. Even if the water changes all the time, one can easily claim that the river is the same. In fact, Heraclitus can also be interpreted as pointing to the fact that change is necessary for stability. If the water were not running all the time, even the river would take on another form, and thus become something different from a river.14

Even if we accept the notion of organizations as stable entities, there are plenty of other problems that arise. One of these is to delimit when an organization has changed. How great must the difference in state be between the two points in time to define it as change? On the other hand, it may be problematic to draw a line between change and total transformation, i.e. an organization changing into something completely different. Traditional newspapers are withering under the pressure of the internet and social media, and the ones surviving are going through radical changes. Newspapers have transmuted into “media houses” working more with moving pictures, films, live shows and commentaries, podcasts, and Facebook updates than paper. Is an old newspaper comparable to the new “media house”? Answering these questions is probably impossible, and beyond the scope of this book. Still, such questions will pop up throughout the book.
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FIGURE 1.3: Change as the outcome of a process



To most people it is obvious that change cannot be defined only as a difference in state. Change must imply some kind of movement over time. Change must thus also be a process, a stream of actions and events that bring the organization from one state to another.15 Figure 1.3 extends the previous discussion with the change process.

Defining change as a process accentuates the importance of time. In figure 1.2, time only indicated a period between two points. In figure 1.3, time becomes a central explanans, or a central cause of the outcome of change processes. As we are going to delve into more deeply later in the book, events happening after each other in time may be ordered as causes and effects, events happening simultaneously may have an impact on each other, and the subjective feeling of having much or little time may heavily influence human behaviour.

Combining two different perspectives of change – organizations as entities and processes – forces us to decide when a change process starts (from one stable state) and when it ends (to another stable state). Establishing unequivocally when a process starts and when it ends is clearly difficult. However, this book uses one specific perspective on change – planned or intentional change – that makes this problem less pressing. Planned change implies that it is initiated by someone, a person or a group of people. The starting point of a planned change process will thus start with someone taking an initiative. This does not necessarily imply that such change processes will have a clear ending point in time. Some initiated change processes may have an “eternity perspective”, for instance continuous improvement. An example of such initiated change is to be found in the literature on quality management, where quality improvement is regarded as a continuous process rather than a project that is going to be terminated.16 This challenge will be discussed in more detail later in the book.
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FIGURE 1.4: Change taking place in a specific context



Thus far, change has been described in generic terms. The models displayed in figures 1.2 and 1.3 are applicable to all organizations, in all possible situations. Such generic models are, of course, too simple. All change is unique in the sense that each change has specific characteristics that we will not see in other settings. Such variation can only be detected through contextualizing change. By contextualizing, we mean seeing change as something that happens in a specific context, i. e. a specific organization in a specific environment at a specific time. Changing a business organization in the US is clearly not the same as changing a similar business organization in Norway. And changing a hospital is clearly not the same as changing a manufacturing plant. These two previous sentences hint at contextual differences concerning country/nation (Norway and USA) and function/task (hospital/plant). Contextualizing change is illustrated in figure 1.4.

Contextualizing is necessary in order to give a realistic picture of organizational change. In its extreme form, change can be regarded as a generic phenomenon, decoupled from any specific context. Adhering to such a view implies a perspective where general theories of change are assumed to be valid across both space and time. On the other hand, there are those who believe that change is something local and unique, and that generalizing from one change to another is a fallacy.17
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FIGURE 1.5: Driving forces initiating change



In this book, I try to carve out a middle position, refuting both the argument for theories being valid across all contexts and the argument for change being purely contextual. Organizational change, I argue, has some common denominators for all organizations, most obviously that we are studying human behaviour and change in such behaviour. Although humans differ, they also have commonalities. On the other hand, no theory or research findings can be “automatically” transferred from one context to another. To be applicable, research findings from one context and theories derived from these must be adapted or “translated” from this context to another.18

As noted previously, this book is based on the notion that planned change has a starting point and – although not as clearly – an ending point. Such a notion implies that stability is the norm, and that change is a deviation from the norm. Classic organization theory is based on the idea that organizations seek predictability and stability.19 Under stable and predictable conditions, organizations can refine their production and increase their efficiency.20 In this perspective, change will be a “nuisance”, something threatening operative efficiency. If this is the case, why do organizations start change processes at all? What are the driving forces initiating change? The driving forces are included in the model in figure 1.5.

There is a long tradition of making a distinction between internal and external driving forces, referring to internal forces as forces within the organization and external forces as forces in the organization’s environment. Making this distinction is difficult, and in many instances also impossible, as the demarcation between organization and environment in many instances is quite fuzzy. In the perspective of this book – planned or intentional change – the distinction between internal and external is also regarded as quite futile. The reason for this is that planned change will always be initiated by some actor. Driving forces will thus not be any “objective” forces, but the interpretations and understandings of these actors. The driving forces will be some change agents, i.e. some individuals or groups with a perception that change is necessary or will be beneficial.

Towards a conceptual model of planned change

As mentioned several times above, traditional organization theory has been mostly concerned with stability,21 The focus has been placed on structural arrangements that make people repeat specific behaviours and thus replicate and reinforce existing structures, following rules and routines, complying with incentives, or organizational culture as a means of creating security and a sense of community, and reducing anxiety. Some go to the extreme of claiming that organization is stability, and that organizational change is an oxymoron.22 Thus, the first element in a theory of planned change should be about understanding why organizations break with stability and predictability, and engage in processes that by nature are open-ended and insecure. In our model, this element will be denoted as the driving forces of change.

As discussed in depth in the introduction to this chapter, we need stability to be able to empirically study change. Change is moving from one relatively stable state to another relatively stable state. Thus we must be able to define and describe what these changes are, and the scope or radicality of the change. We must be able to define and describe the content of change.23 Organizational change can differ greatly with regard to the content and scope of change. Some changes may affect the whole organization, while other changes may be more delimited to changing some structures, some routines, and some cultural elements. By forcing ourselves to define the content of change, we also link the study of organizational change to traditional concepts like structure, power, culture, and strategy in organization theory. Change has been a central element in most theories about organizations, from Weber’s essay on bureaucracy to neo-institutional theory, but in most cases the phenomenon of change – or instability – has only been loosely coupled to more traditional organization theory. This has been pointed out by James March, who claims that “in its fundamental structure a theory of organizational change should not be remarkably different from a theory of ordinary action”.24 In other words, theories of change and theories of stability should be approximately the same. Change and stability should not be regarded as opposites demanding specific theories to be understood, but rather as two interdependent phenomena that are possible to describe and understand using the same set of concepts.

Closely connected to the content of change we find the scope or magnitude of change.25 We all know that changes are experienced as different in terms of radicality. Some changes we make are almost routine, involving only small adjustments to what we have done before. Other changes are perceived as more dramatic or “larger”, for instance when we have to learn something completely new or a basic conception of ours is challenged. Such large changes will be perceived as more difficult, demanding and sometimes downright painful than more routine adjustments.

As mentioned, change should be contextualized. Organizations are clearly embedded in a context, but they also represent a context for people working in the organization. Context is important because it both impedes and enables action. Thus, context draws our attention toward the complex interplay between agency and context, individual and structure, and organization and environment.26 To analyse context, it is helpful to distinguish between the inner and the outer context:


Outer context includes the economic, social, political, and sectoral environment in which the firm is located. Inner context refers to features of the structural, cultural, and political environment through which ideas for change proceed.27



Distinguishing between inner and outer context also makes us aware of the need to analyse change at different levels of analysis. Two levels are of particular interest in the context of this book: the relation between the individual and the inner context (organization), and the relation between the organization and its environment (outer context).

Finally, planned change must be analysed as a process or a set of actions and events evolving over time and moving the organization from one state to another.28 Focusing on processes forces us to concentrate on identifiable actors, and how these actors affect the progression or path of change.29 In planned change, change does not merely emerge out of thin air. Change is something that is driven by someone, individuals or groups of people, both in conflict and in collaboration with others. Planned change is intentional, and intention is only a characteristic of a thinking actor.

Bringing in actors is also bringing in human characteristics. Change processes will affect individuals, and will activate their perspectives on the world, their interests, and their emotions. Change is thus something involving a complex interplay between individuals. An attempt to change an organization in a certain direction – an action – will always create reactions from “others”. The complex pattern of action and reaction will create processes that will never or very seldom be linear; rather, they will be impossible to predict perfectly. All attempts at organizational change will create “unintended consequences”.30 Stated somewhat differently: planned organizational change can never be predicted perfectly. Intended change is to obtain something in the future, and the future will always be uncertain. Consequently, there will always be the possibility of intended change processes moving in unintended directions. To understand why the final result deviates from the intention it is necessary to understand the process of change.

We can conclude this discussion by identifying four basic elements necessary to outline a theory of planned change:

1.The driving forces of change. This addresses the question of “why?” We assume that organizations are seeking stability and predictability. We must understand why they engage in a process of change that is inherently ambiguous and uncertain.

2.The content and scope of change. This addresses the “what?” question. To be able to assess whether change has taken place at all, and how dramatic it is, we have to be able to specify the content of change. The description of this content should use similar concepts to those used to understand and explain organizational stability.

3.The context of change, addressing the question of “where?” the change takes place. A theory of planned change should be able to specify the context of change, both at the organizational and at the environmental levels. Dimensions of the organization, its domain or field, and its national characteristics must be defined, and it must be specified how these dimensions affect planned change processes.

4.The process of change. This element addresses the “how?” question. A theory of planned change should be able to define the process of change, the actions and events “producing” (or not) change, and the actors involved. The theory should take into account the fact that intentions and final results do not always coincide.
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FIGURE 1.6: The central elements in a theory of planned change



The relationship between the four elements is illustrated in figure 1.6.

Some comments on the model in figure 1.6 are necessary. First, this model is not empirical, but conceptual. Thus, it is not a model to be empirically “tested”. Rather, it should be understood as a kind of pedagogical tool, a way to structure information. If this model is to be used as a starting point for empirical studies, it has to be specified much more clearly in terms of variables or phenomena and relations between them. Examples could be a study of whether there is a relationship between the content of change (structure versus culture) and the time it takes to change, or whether it is more difficult to change professional bureaucracies than machine bureaucracies. Second, although this book will be using word “change” an enormous number of times, the model is meant to illustrate that “change” is not a unitary or one-dimensional phenomenon. Changes will vary across several dimensions. Some may be structural, while others may focus more on the cultural side of organizations. Some will occur quickly, while others might take years to complete. Some may be characterized by conflict and resistance, others by harmony and collaboration. Potential variation is great. Third, through the arrows, the model is intended to illustrate the complexity of change. The different dimensions are not independent of each other. On the contrary, they affect each other causally. For instance, it is highly probable that characteristics of the driving forces will have consequences for the change process, or that the context of change will influence the scope of change. Finally, the model combines a process and a variance view on planned change, and this tries to integrate both stability and dynamics.31 The elements focusing on content/scope and context are mainly based on a variance perspective, while the elements concerning driving forces and process are mainly based on the process perspective.

The structure of the book follows the elements in the conceptual model. The first part of the book establishes a conceptual framework to describe and understand the complexity of change, and how different dimensions of change correlate and interact. It is thus a purely analytical perspective. In the second and final part of the book, insights from the analytical part are transferred to constructive knowledge on how to conduct planned change. In this part, we will discuss possibilities of conducting planned change by focusing on different change strategies and change management. Those looking for a “how-to” manual will probably be disappointed. It is hoped that this book will function as an antidote to oversimplified techniques and recipes for successful organizational change.32 Such recipes are often highly normative, often taking a universal approach in the sense that the same change strategy and management will be successful in all contexts, although they lack solid empirical evidence.33 Thus, they are in sharp contrast to “normal” aspirations in modern organization research emphasizing empirical descriptions of how change happens, and how context limits possibilities of generalizing findings.34 Concerning the constructive part of this book, the ambition is to describe several ways organizations can be changed and to show that most of them have ended up as both successes and failures. Rather than selling one change strategy or one type of change management, the basic message of the book is that a good change strategy will depend on characteristics of the driving forces, the content and scope of change, the context of change, and the process of change. A competent change manager – or change agent – should be able to analyse these elements, and choose change strategy and management style accordingly.
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